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Public Policymaking and Research Information

Tom Seekins and Stephen B. Fawcett
University of Kansas

The public policymaking process presents behavior analysts with opportunities to shape public policy
and influence decisions that affect the evolution of communities. Although the scientist-advocate’s role
in public policymaking has received increased attention, little attention has been given to behavioral
analyses of the policymaking context. This paper describes the stages of policymaking, including agenda
formation, policy adoption, policy implementation, and policy review. It also analyzes seven types of
research information important in agenda formation and policy adoption—information about the di-
mensions of an issue, number of people affected, relative standing of an issue, interests of those involved,
controlling variables, program alternatives, and program acceptability. Methods for communicating re-

search information to policymakers are discussed.

Public policies are decisions made by
public officials that commit the govern-
ment to certain goals (Caputo, 1977; Ger-
ston, 1983, p. 6). These decisions come
primarily in the form of laws, executive
orders, bureaucratic regulations, local or-
dinances, and judicial decisions. For be-
havior analysts, the policymaking pro-
cess presents opportunities to inform the
analysis of social problems and the se-
lection, implementation, and evaluation
of means to address social goals.

The role of the scientist-advocate in
the public policymaking process has re-
ceived increasing attention in the field of
psychology (Carpenter, 1983; Greenber-
ger, 1983; Maccoby, Kahn, & Everett,
1983; Masters, 1984; Pallak, 1982). The
belief that policymaking can significantly
influence the behavior of large numbers
of people may contribute to curiosity
about the policymaking process among
scientists and to hope for human im-
provement among social advocates
(Masters, 1984; Robinson, 1984; Zigler
& Meunchow, 1984). With a few excep-
tions (e.g., Schlosberg, Czyzewski, Plante,
& Otis, 1985), however, the involvement
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of behavior analysts in policymaking has
been limited, and analyses of behavior-
environment relationships in the policy-
making context rare.

Presumably, psychologists and other
social scientists might develop informa-
tion or apply their special knowledge and
skills in a way that could contribute to
public policy formulation and enact-
ment. For example, case study (Fawcett
& Seekins, 1981) and experimental re-
search (Jason & Rose, 1984) suggest that
research information provided by behav-
ioral psychologists may influence the
votes of state legislators on particular bills,
such as child passenger safety laws.
Nonetheless, behavior analysts (Stolz,
1981), psychologists (Rappaport, 1977),
and other researchers (Weiss, 1977) have
also expressed frustration over the lack
of research utilization by policymakers
when apparently relevant information is
available. .

Kingdon (1981) notes that policymak-
ers make a large number of decisions
without having the time or resources to
review all relevant information. Her re-
search suggests that decision-makers are
selective in the types of information they
seek and the sources they use. An un-
derstanding of the behavioral relation-
ships operating in policymaking contexts
might improve the effects research infor-
mation has in public policymaking. It
may also help researchers develop more
accurate assessments of their likely im-
pact on particular policy decisions.

The purpose of this paper is to expli-
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cate the types of information behavioral
researchers might provide to policymak-
ers and how it might be delivered in order
to shape public policy. First, an overview
of the policymaking process is presented.
Second, the information needs of poli-
cymakers in legislative settings during
agenda formation and policy adoption are
examined. Finally, methods for deliver-
ing research information are discussed.

THE PUBLIC POLICYMAKING
CONTEXT

Government institutions are the pri-
mary means for formulating and imple-
menting public policy (Gerston, 1983).
Policymaking occurs within six general
areas: legislative, executive, judicial, bu-
reaucratic, and regulatory institutions,
and often by public referendum. Consid-
ering just the executive, legislative, and
judicial branches at the federal, state, and
city levels (for cities with populations over
100,000), there are 612 major institu-
tional bases for public policymaking in
the United States (Greenwald, 1977, p.
11).

Exchange theories of political science
define law and public policy as a state-
ment of a contingency of reinforcement
maintained by the government (e.g.,
Waldman, 1972). In this analysis, law-
making involves reciprocal relationships
among public officials, lawmakers, and
the governed (Skinner, 1953, p. 339).
Lawmakers create and enforce laws and
policies that regulate and distribute re-
sources. The governed differentially rein-
force lawmaking by complying with laws,
voting, contributing to political cam-
paigns, and delivering other forms of
support. Public officials, in turn, rein-
force support by creating and enforcing
laws and policies that produce conse-
quences desired by supporters.

In the evolution of social arrangements
called communities (Skinner, 1981), de-
cision makers select policies that specify
environmental arrangements likely to
produce desired consequences for the
community. Policymaking consequences
that are particularly important for com-
munities include avoiding or terminating
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conflicts over social arrangements and al-
location of valued resources (Schatt-
schneider, 1960). For example, the sale of
houses by a city for delinquent taxes could
become an issue on a community’s agen-
da. One citizen group might propose that
sale contracts include provisions that a
purchaser live in the house for at least
one year and that no family own more
than one house at a time. In response, a
second group might propose that the
houses continue to be sold to the highest
bidder with no requirements placed on
their use. The former arrangement in-
creases immediately available houses to
low- and moderate-income families. The
latter proposal favors immediate capital
formation by real estate entrepreneurs
and may stimulate a few construction
jobs. Either set of environmental ar-
rangements could produce important
consequences for the community. Public
policymaking determines whose claims,
what goals, and whose values will pre-
vail.

Stages of Public Policymaking

Public policymaking involves citizens,
public officials, and institutions in a pro-
cess that occurs in four predictable
stages—agenda formation, policy adop-
tion, policy implementation, and policy
review (Cochran, Mayer, Carr, & Cayer,
1982; Palumbo, Fawcett, & Wright,
1981). The major events of each of these
stages are outlined below.

Agenda formation. The occasion for
policymaking is set when a large number
of citizens experience a common prob-
lem (Gerston, 1983), even though indi-
vidual citizens may not react to the prob-
lem in the same way (Cochran et al.,
1982). Common problems such as health
and affordable housing might be viewed
as consequences of current or past poli-
cies or other environmental conditions.
As a problem is discussed, various goals
and alternatives for its resolution emerge.
Alternatives specifying novel social ar-
rangements constitute potential issues for
the agenda and new variations by which
communities can evolve.

Public officials (e.g., chief executives,
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legislators, and judges), the media, inter-
est groups, bureaucrats, and individual
citizens use information and publicity to
develop issues. As the scope and intensity
of an issue develops, the likelihood of
formal consideration of one or more al-
ternatives by a policymaking institution
increases. For example, Levine (1981)
described how public information about
the prevalence of neuropsychiatric dis-
orders experienced by military recruits
for World War II, deteriorating condi-
tions in psychiatric facilities, and re-
search findings about promising social
and pharmacological treatments helped
propel mental health reforms onto the
national public agenda in the 1950’s and
1960’s.

Policy adoption. Once a problem has
emerged on the agenda, either a substan-
tive or a symbolic decision may result
(Gerston, 1983). Substantive decisions
involve allocating a significant amount
of resources, usually in the form of taxes
and expenditures. For example, a deci-
sion to increase the hospital deductible
for Medicare patients or to reduce cov-
ered hospital days is a substantive deci-
sion. These decisions produce significant
consequences for many people.

By contrast, symbolic decisions in-
volve recognizing a need without allo-
cating sufficient resources to have a rea-
sonable chance of solving the problem.
Establishing study committees or special
observances, such as a week commem-
orating the rights of citizens with disabil-
ities, are common forms of symbolic de-
cisions. Symbolic decisions usually
address narrow or weak constituent
groups (e.g., abused children), issues for
which there are no obvious solutions (e.g.,
crime), or complicated items (e.g., inter-
national human-rights policies).

Policy implementation. Once a policy
has been established, it usually must be
translated into government action in or-
der to achieve its aim. Implementation
often involves interpretation and crea-
tion of additional policies by bureau-
cratic and regulatory authorities (Coch-
ran et al., 1982; Gerston, 1983). Policy
implementation occurs through execu-
tive delegation of responsibility to an

agency, development of implementation
guidelines, intricate coordination within
and between agencies, and execution of
tasks. At any point, a new policy and its
implied practices may be accepted, mod-
ified, resisted, or rejected.

Gerston (1983, p. 104) identifies sev-
eral aspects that will facilitate or impede
policy implementation. If policies are well
funded, contain explicit contingencies for
receipt of resources, limit the number of
agencies involved, and execute oversight,
then they are more likely to achieve their
goals. Conversely, if policies permit bu-
reaucratic discretion, lack funding, con-
tain multiple goals, or lack monitoring,
then they are less likely to be adequately
implemented.

Policy review. Cochran et al. (1982, p.
6) state that policy review involves both
empirical and normative judgments of
the value and satisfaction with tangible
and symbolic consequences of policy im-
plementation. Review may occur in the
contexts of administrative evaluation,
legislative oversight, and public debate.
The results of review may include main-
tenance of implementation, modification
of policy, or cancellation. In this stage,
as in the previous stages, public support,
as well as demands for change, are im-
portant ingredients to the outcome (Ca-
puto, 1977, p. 2).

The four stages of policymaking—from
agenda formation to policy review— pro-
vide many opportunities for involve-
ment by behavioral researchers at all
levels of government. Keefe and Ogul
(1985, p. xi) suggest the legislative branch
may be the best focus for involvement.
It is in legislative contexts that persistent
struggles occur over allocating govern-
ment benefits. The remaining analysis fo-
cuses on providing research information
in the legislative decision making con-
texts of agenda setting and policy adop-
tion.

RESEARCH INFORMATION AND
PUBLIC POLICYMAKING

A number of policy analysts (e.g.,
Takanishi, 1981)and otherscientists(e.g.,
Wallis & Roberts, 1956) suggest that re-
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search information—knowledge gath-
ered by careful study using established
scientific methods—may be useful to leg-
islators attempting to make optimal de-
cisions. Weiss (1977) identified two main
uses of research information. First, it may
be used to enlighten officials about an
issue or set the agenda by identifying is-
sues for debate. Second, it may be used
instrumentally by suggesting alternative
policy actions from which public officials
may choose.

The enlightenment and instrumental
functions of research information paral-
lel the general prompt and specific prompt
formulation of antecedent stimuli pro-
posed by Geller, Winett, and Everett
(1982, p. 21). In this case, information
about a social problem acts as a general
prompt by directing attention to an issue
without suggesting a particular policy re-
sponse. Information about alternative
solutions may act as a specific prompt for
public officials to adopt specific policies
in response to an issue. For example, re-
search information indicating that thou-
sands of children are improperly im-
munized, and that this leads to increased
rates of childhood disease, may serve as
a general (enlightenment) prompt for pol-
icy action. Research information de-
scribing simple and inexpensive proce-
dures that can significantly increase
immunization rates (e.g., Yokley & Glen-
wick, 1984) may serve as a specific (in-
strumental) prompt for adopting policies
that require such programs.

Research information may facilitate the
discriminations involved in producing
laws that are more likely to influence cit-
izens’ behavior and to maintain constit-
uent support of the government. Such in-
formation may function as discriminative
stimuli that set the occasion for rein-
forcement of actions by decision makers.
For example, a city commissioner’s votes
for a new ordinance may be more likely
to occur in the presence of information
about a program’s acceptability to con-
stituents. This information may be dis-
criminative for positive consequences,
such as campaign contributions, or may
help avoid negative consequences, such
as constituent votes or campaign contri-
butions for an opponent.

Research Information and
Agenda Formation

Determining what issues are discussed
in the policymaking process may be the
single most powerful political act (Cobb
& Elder, 1972; Lukes, 1974; Parenti,
1970; Walker, 1977). Setting the agenda
involves deciding whose claims on what
resources will be considered and the po-
tential range of alternative social arrange-
ments. Such decisions limit the behav-
iors and variables to be considered.
Several types of information may be use-
ful in this phase of decision making, in-
cluding information about the dimen-
sions of an issue, the number of people
involved, the relative standing of an is-
sue, and the interests of those involved.

Dimensions of an issue. Policy ana-
lysts agree that the first step in developing
research information is to define the
problem (e.g., Quade, 1975; Stokey &
Zeckhauser, 1978). This involves speci-
fying, describing, and grouping behaviors
and their relationships to antecedent and
consequent events relevant to a problem
(Rein & Schon, 1977). These efforts may
involve such diverse methods as perfor-
mance indicators (Walker, 1977), eth-
nographic reports (Agar, 1980), descrip-
tive statistics (Wallis & Roberts, 1956),
and metaphors that label grouped vari-
ables in ways that imply solutions (Rein
& Schon, 1977).

For example, Jones (1976) described
two competing definitions of the problem
of a neighborhood health clinic’s under-
utilization. The first problem definition
was based on generalizations from an-
thropological studies. It used variables
such as subcultural health values of the
low-income blacks targeted by the pro-
gram to define the problem. This indi-
vidualistic formulation suggested solu-
tions involving patient re-education and
use of indigenous social networks to dis-
seminate information by word of mouth.
In the second definition, environmental
variables, such as disrespectful treatment
by clinic staff and lack of posted infor-
mation about the clinic, were used to de-
fine the problem. This formulation, which
was later confirmed, suggested specific ef-
forts to improve treatment by staff, pub-
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licize services, and reduce obstacles to
acquiring services.

Descriptive field studies (Bijou, Peter-
son, & Ault, 1968) may provide impor-
tant information about behavior and its
relations to antecedent and consequent
events. They may be useful to officials
because they suggest variables that may
be manipulated to set the occasion for
behavior, reduce the prevalence of a
problem, or reinforce citizen support. Be-
havior analysts might contribute this type
of information to policy formation by
presenting analytic descriptions of be-
havior-environment relations for social-
ly problematic situations. For example,
in the case cited above, field observations
concerning the importance of posted in-
formation about services (i.e., antecedent
variables) and respectful treatment by
staff (i.e., consequent variables) contrib-
uted to policy changes in the program.

Number of people affected. Scale the-
ories of public decision making suggest
that the more people involved in an
issue, the greater the scale of real or po-
tential conflict, such as complaints and
demonstrations (e.g., Schattschneider,
1960). Further, the likelihood that any
conflict will escalate appears to increase
the longer a problem situation remains
unresolved. These same theories suggest
that public officials’ policymaking will be
negatively reinforced if the policies or
laws created reduce real or potential con-
flicts. This occurs when complaints,
demonstrations, or threats of removal of
support decline following a decision.

Accordingly, information that a large
number of people is involved in an issue
may serve to set the occasion for formally
introducing the issue into debate and
considering policy alternatives designed
to limit or resolve a conflict. For exam-
ple, issues concerning education may
command a great deal of attention from
public officials partly because of the num-
ber of people involved. Demographic re-
search information, such as census data
describing the number of people likely to
be affected by utility rate subsidies (Faw-
cett, Seekins, Whang, Muiu, & Suarez de
Balcazar, 1984), may be influential. Sim-
ilarly, behavioral assessment data de-
scribing the number of people actually

experiencing a problem, such as child
passengers observed to be at risk to injury
(Fawcett & Seekins, 1981; Jason & Rose,
1984), may be particularly important to
decision makers.

Conversely, attending to an issue af-
fecting only a few people may take valu-
able time away from an issue important
to a larger number of people. Thus, rein-
forcing the demands of a small number
of people with action on one policy may
remove or delay reinforcement for many
others whose issues were not considered.
Behavior analysts have observed that
aversive consequences or the removal of
reinforcement may produce emotional
responses and elicit aggression (Freed-
man & Freedman, 1975). Research in-
formation identifying issues affecting
large numbers of people may increase the
likelihood of decision makers’ responses
to avoid verbal attacks or the discontin-
uance of support resulting from inaction.

Relative standing of an issue. Public
officials are confronted by a larger num-
ber of issues than they can address with
limited time and resources (Pierce &
Lovrich, 1982; Weiss, 1977). Thus, de-
cisions must be made about which issues
to address (Walker, 1977). Cobb and Eld-
er (1972) and Walker (1977) suggest that
information showing the relative stand-
ing of a particular issue to other issues,
in the opinion of various publics, may
help identify those issues for which pol-
icy action may produce the greatest
amount of support. Rich (1977), for ex-
ample, points to the growing use of sur-
vey research information, such as that
provided by the Gallup and Harris polls,
as evidence of the importance of this type
of information.

Selecting issues for the public agenda
involves disagreements over the regula-
tion of relatively important behaviors and
conditions, or the distribution of rela-
tively valuable resources. The greater the
value of these behaviors and resources,
the greater the likelihood they might con-
trol citizens’ behaviors or act as reinforc-
ers for the public support that placed an
official in office. For example, survey re-
sults that show fear of crime as a top-
rated issue may lead policymakers to hold
hearings, commission studies, propose
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new legislation or ordinances, and even
vote for new laws that prescribe punish-
ment for undesired behaviors and fund
agencies to deliver the consequences.
Survey research information that sug-
gests the relative standing of a public is-
sue may help decision makers select is-
sues and alternatives that are more likely
to produce public support.

Interests of those involved. Coleman
(1972) suggests that information about
the various interests of those involved in
a conflict over regulating behavior or dis-
tributing resources is important to public
officials. Such information might be pre-
sented in the form of identified objectives
of competing groups (Quade, 1975), de-
scriptive field studies of consequences of
current behavior (Bijou et al., 1968), and
citizen ratings of the social importance
of various consequences (Wolf, 1978).
The potential intensity of conflict be-
tween groups is suggested by the discrep-
ancies between their competing claims
on important consequences and may be
discriminative for action.

Information about conflict between
constituents over valued consequences,
and related criticism of inaction, may
control the creation of public policy de-
signed to resolve it. For example, a leg-
islative committee hearing on mandatory
use of child-passenger safety seats may
include testimony from different interest
groups regarding such consequences as
reduced risk of injury and death for chil-
dren, increased cost in time (for buckling)
and money (for seat purchase) for par-
ents, reduced insurance costs, and state
infringement on individual freedom. In-
formation about the objectives of con-
flicting groups may serve as criteria for
developing and evaluating alternatives
that may be acceptable to various parties
in a dispute.

Research Information and
Policy Adoption

Once a problem has made its way to
the public agenda—whether through in-
formation provided by research or other
means—public officials must act to re-

solve the implied conflicts. Information
that suggests solutions by focusing on
controlling variables, offering program
alternatives, and validating their social
acceptability may be particularly impor-
tant at this point.

Controlling variables. Public officials
use three general methods to solve prob-
lems, including educative, facilitative,
and punitive strategies (Balch, 1980). In-
formation about variables controlling be-
havior of those involved may suggest ef-
fective policy methods. Weiss and
Bucuvalas (1977) state that such infor-
mation should avoid nonmanipulable
variables such as race or age. Rather, in-
formation should focus on variables that
can be changed, such as positive and
aversive consequences, availability of
educational programs to establish new
behaviors, and eligibility for services re-
quired to perform desired responses. For
example, research information showing
that a 30% rebate on the cost of home
solar energy devices produced a 20% in-
crease in adoption from near zero levels,
and a 5% statewide energy savings, might
suggest the possible function of tax in-
centives for adoption. Such tactical re-
search information may suggest how
public officials might use such methods
as media information, education, tax in-
centives, or fines and imprisonment to
have either direct or indirect impact on
dependent variables of interest (Bulmer,
1981).

Program alternatives. Bulmer (1981)
suggests that information about specific
program arrangements, or combinations
of independent variables, and the effects
they produce may be the most potent type
of research information available to pub-
lic officials. Such functional analyses con-
sist of demonstrations of the effects of
combinations of independent variables,
such as treatment programs, on impor-
tant dependent variables in the real world.
Good examples include summative re-
search involving the Behavior Analysis
Follow Through or Achievement Place
models. Note, however, that, as with the
termination of Behavior Analysis Follow
Through, such information may not en-
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sure adoption of specific programs in the
absence of other conditions, such as in-
tense public demand. Rather, such sum-
mative research may exert control if
adoption of past policies in the presence
of similar information produced public
support or reduced conflict.

Such technical information may be im-
portant because it suggests precedents for
using policy choices that reliably produce
certain consequences such as increased
reading ability in disadvantaged children
or reduced recidivism in delinquent
youths. Information about how such
models work and their consequences may
be particularly effective if the models have
been adopted by other decision makers
in similar cities or states.

Program acceptability. Wolf (1978)
identifies three dimensions of assessing
social acceptability for program alterna-
tives—the importance of goals, accept-
ability of procedures, and significance of
effects. Such information, if it relates to
the policy alternatives offered, might help
public officials choose alternatives hav-
ing the greatest likelihood of reinforcing
public support. For example, informa-
tion that a majority of citizens find ad-
ditional charges for passive restraints in
new automobiles less acceptable than
mandatory seat belt laws might lead of-
ficials to avoid new car safety standards
and create seat belt regulations. Although
giving people what they say they want
does not always produce desired out-
comes, such as increased safety, infor-
mation about constituent preferences may
suggest actions more likely to produce
positive consequences and avoid nega-
tive consequences for officials.

Behavior analysts might provide this
type of information for general policies,
as well as for specific program alterna-
tives. For example, Fawcett and Seekins
(1981) and Jason and Rose (1984) pre-
sented information on the social accept-
ability of child passenger safety legisla-
tion to policymakers at the point of
enactment of state legislation. Such sys-
tematic application of social validation
procedures for policy alternatives may be
particularly valuable to decision makers

in legislative and executive branches
(Seekins & Fawcett, 1983).

DELIVERING RESEARCH
INFORMATION

Greenwald (1977, p. 69) identifies three
important aspects of delivering infor-
mation to policymakers—content, target,
and method. Content has been discussed
above with respect to agenda formation
and policy adoption. Information may be
targeted upward to key officials, such as
potential bill sponsors or agency admin-
istrators, or to all relevant decision mak-
ers, such as in a presentation to a county
commission. It may also be targeted
downward to activate constituent pres-
sure, such as in a mass mailing to mem-
bers of the National Rifle Association.
Information may also be delivered lat-
erally to similarly affected groups such as
might occur in developing alliances be-
tween farmers’ organizations and those
supporting food for the hungry.

Methods for delivering policy-relevant
information to policymakers have been
described by the League of Women Vot-
ers (1972a, 1972b, 1976), the U.S.
Chamber of Commerce (Lustberg, 1982),
and others (e.g., Gonzalez, 1984; Green-
wald, 1977; Kingdon, 1981). These in-
clude tactical considerations of lobbying,
such as cultivating information channels,
developing committee staffrelations, and
providing prepared statements for offi-
cials’ use. Several psychologists have also
discussed how to use the mass media to
disseminate policy-relevant research (e.g.,
McCall, 1985; Morris, 1985) and how to
prepare policy-relevant research reports
for legislators (Takanishi, 1981). It is ap-
propriate here to view these efforts from
a behavioral perspective that may gen-
erate further analysis.

Functions in Providing
Research Information

Direct delivery of information is con-
sidered the most effective, simplest, and
cheapest of all lobbying techniques
(Greenwald, 1977). Information may be
delivered directly through personal
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meetings with decision makers, partici-
pating in bill drafting, or testifying at
hearings. In her terms, . . . information
[is provided] to activate, reinforce,
strengthen, and remind officials of com-
mitments” (Greenwald, 1977, p. 69).

Although research information may act
as a general or specific prompt, it does
not specify a response requirement for
reinforcement. Past decisions and the
success of various types of information
in facilitating reinforcement for policy-
making responses have had a long his-
tory. Research knowledge is a relatively
new source of information about conse-
quences of policy decisions, and it is only
one among many.

Antecedent stimuli function more ef-
fectively when they are presented im-
mediately before an opportunity to re-
spond in conditions that produce
reinforcement (Geller et al., 1982). But
antecedent stimuli, such as research in-
formation, may require time to become
established as discriminative stimuli. In
fact, legislators value frequent constitu-
ent contact and multiple presentations of
information (Gonzalez, 1984). Informa-
tion can be provided to legislators in such
contexts as personal meetings, meetings
with legislative research staff, or public
hearings. These occasions provide op-
portunities for providing social approval
and other positive consequences follow-
ing a decision maker’s responses consis-
tent with the information being provid-
ed.

The agenda setting and policy adop-
tion process is often long and typically
involves a large number of people. Re-
searchers, acting as policy advocates
armed with data, might present their data-
based policy reccommendations frequent-
ly in those situations in which public of-
ficials’ statements of understanding and
support for policies consistent with the
data may be reinforced. Presentations
might be programmed first to shape pol-
icy support in environments with the least
likelihood of disapproval from oppo-
nents, such as personal meetings with
sponsors and legislative aides. Later, re-
search information might be presented,
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and differential reinforcement for sup-
port provided, in more complex and un-
controlled environments, such as in
meetings with opposition groups or pub-
lic hearings.

Of interest to both researchers and ad-
vocates are procedures that facilitate the
acquisition of relevant information by
decision makers, the establishment of
support for empirically-grounded alter-
natives, and the generalization of effects
of research information and differential
reinforcement to complex and potential-
ly hostile environments (Sulzer-Azaroff,
1985). Attention might be focused on
analyzing desired responses of decision
makers, organizing research information
in formats that reduce response require-
ments, scheduling presentations of infor-
mation, and delivering consequences for
reference to and reliance on research in-
formation. Methods for measuring the ef-
fects of procedures implemented in var-
ious issue contexts are also needed.

CONCLUSION

This analysis has suggested several
types of research information that may
be useful to public officials attempting to
maximize the outcome of their decisions.
No one source of information (e.g., a par-
ticular study or individual) for all of these
types of information, however, is suffi-
cient. Weiss (1977) found that officials
rely on redundancy to confirm the infor-
mation on which they act, much as be-
havioral researchers rely on interobserv-
er agreement to enhance believability of
research findings.

Research information is only one of
many sources of information about pos-
sible consequences of policy decisions.
Observations and judgments about the
effects of policy choices on the interests
of powerful individuals who control con-
sequences for decision makers, beliefs
about the causes of human behavior, ru-
mors about past consequences, legal con-
straints, and personal goals also contrib-
ute to the decision process (Parenti, 1970;
Takanishi, 1981).

Analyses of rule-governed behavior
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(Skinner, 1969, p. 121) suggest that rules
for making decisions may be particularly
helpful for policymakers who have not
been adequately exposed to the complex
and unclear contingencies of policymak-
ing. Advice and warnings from more ex-
perienced policymakers and personal
aides and supporters may conflict with
or support recommendations suggested
by research reports. Control exerted by
both rules and research information will
depend on the policymaker’s history of
reinforcement for responding to similar
situations in the presence of such instruc-
tions or information.

Timing is an important ingredient in
policymaking. Conditions and informa-
tion that facilitate optimal choices do not
always coincide. Research information
about effective programs for solving hu-
man problems may not influence poli-
cymaking if there are few reinforcers for
government officials who act on the un-
derlying problem or if past adoption of
similar policies resulted in criticism or
loss of support. Similarly, demands by
the public for solutions to problems may
go unanswered until appropriate pro-
gram alternatives are discovered or de-
veloped.

To maintain their positions, elected of-
ficials require public support, money,
votes, and other events controlled by the
governed. Economic interest groups, such
as those representing large corporations
or organized labor, and social interest
groups, such as those identified with con-
servative or liberal causes, are often able
to deliver especially powerful conse-
quences, even though they may represent
interests of a small, but unified, minority.
Utilitarian notions of the most good to
the greatest number, even when sup-
ported by scientific data, may be offset
by desires of such organized groups. For
example, Greenwald (1977, p. 2) sum-
marizes a case in which milk producers
promised a two million dollar campaign
contribution contingent on a one cent rise
in dairy price supports. This provided an
increase of 10 to 50 million dollars in
profits for dairy producers. Conversely,
the most valid research-based conclu-

43

sions are unlikely to control policy selec-
tion if a majority of concerned citizens
are opposed, even if on apparently irra-
tional grounds.

In summary, in order for research in-
formation to influence public policy, it
should focus on policymakers’ behavior
and the variables antecedent and conse-
quent to it. Such information can func-
tion as discriminative stimuli that signal
the likelihood of reinforcement for action
by decision makers. Seven types of in-
formation that fill this function were de-
scribed, and methods for delivering the
information were discussed. By analyz-
ing the policy-creation process and by
providing research information consis-
tent with such analyses, behavior ana-
lysts can contribute to the formulation
and adoption of policies that produce de-
sired consequences for communities.

REFERENCES

Agar, M. H. (1980). The professional stranger: An
informal introduction to ethnography. New York:
Academic Press.

Bijou, S. W., Peterson, R. F., & Ault, M. H. (1968).
A method to integrate descriptive and experi-
mental field studies at the level of data and em-
pirical concepts. Journal of Applied Behavior
Analysis, 1, 175-191.

Balch, G.I. (1980). The stick, the carrot, and other
strategies: A theoretical analysis of governmental
intervention. In J. Brigham & D. W. Brown (Eds.),
Policy implementation: Penalties or incentives?
(pp. 43-68). Beverly Hills, CA: Sage Publica-
tions.

Bulmer, M. (1981). Applied social research: A
reformulation of “applied” and “enlightenment”
models. Knowledge: Creation, Diffusion, Utili-
zation, 3, 187-210.

Caputo, D. A. (1977). Public policy making in
America: An introduction. In D. A. Caputo (Ed.),
The politics of policy making in America: Five
case studies (pp. 1-6). San Francisco: W. H. Free-

man.

Carpenter, P. B. (1983). The personal insights of
a legislator/psychologist. American Psychologist,
38, 1216-1219.

Cobb, R., & Elder, C. (1972). Participation in
American politics: The dynamics of agenda
building. Baltimore: Johns Hopkins University
Press.

Cochran, G. E., Mayer, L. C., Carr, T. R., & Cayer,
N. J. (1982). American public policy: An intro-
duction. New York: St. Martin’s Press.

Coleman, J. S. (1972). Policy research in the social
sciences. Morristown, NJ: General Learning Cor-
poration.



44 TOM SEEKINS & STEPHEN B. FAWCETT

Fawcett, S. B., & Seekins, T. (1981). Behavioral
assessment, social validity, and policy research:
The case of the Kansas Child Passenger Safety
Act. Lawrence, KS: Center for Public Affairs,
University of Kansas.

Fawcett, S. B., Seekins, T., Whang, P. W., Muiu,
C., & Suarez de Balcazar, Y. (1984). Creating
and using social technologies for community em-
powerment. Prevention in Human Services, 3,
145-171.

Freedman, A. E., & Freedman, P. E. (1975). The
psychology of political control: Comprising dia-
logues between a modern prince and his tutor on
the application of basic psychological principles
to the realm of politics. New York: St. Martin’s
Press.

Geller, E. S., Winett, R. A,, & Everett, P. B. (1982).
Preserving the environment: New strategies for
behavior change. New York: Pergamon Press.

Gerston, L. N. (1983). Making public policy: From
conflict to resolution. Glenview, IL: Scott, Fores-
man and Company.

Gonzalez, H. B. (1984). Scientist and congress.
Science, 244, 127-129.

Greenberger, E. (1983). A researcher in the policy
arena: The case of child labor. American Psy-
chologist, 38, 104-111.

Greenwald, C. S. (1977). Group power: Lobbying
and public policy. New York: Praeger.

Jason, L. A., & Rose, T. (1984). Influencing the
passage of child passenger restraint legislation.
American Journal of Community Psychology, 12,
485-495.

Jones,D.J. (1976). Applied anthropology and the
application of anthropological knowledge. Hu-
man Organization, 35, 221-229.

Keefe, W.J., & Ogul, M. S. (1985). The American
legislative process: Congress and the states. En-
glewood Cliffs, NJ: Prentice-Hall.

Kingdon, J. W. (1981). Congressmen’s voting de-
cisions. New York: Harper & Row.

League of Women Voters (1972a). Anatomy of a
hearing. Washington, DC: League of Women
Voters of the United States.

League of Woman Voters (1972b). The politics of
change: Goals, conflict, and power in the com-
munity. Washington, DC: League of Women
Voters of the United States.

League of Women Voters (1976). Making an issue
of it: The campaign handbook. Washington, DC:
League of Women Voters of the United States.

Levine, M. (1981). The history and politics of
community mental health. New York: Oxford
University Press.

Lukes, S. (1974). Power: A radical view. New York:
Macmillan Press.

Lustberg, A. (1982). Testifying with impact.
Washington, DC: Chamber of Commerce of the
United States.

Maccoby,E.E.,Kahn, A.J., & Everett,B. A. (1983).
The role of psychological research in the for-
mation of policies affecting children. American
Psychologist, 38, 80-84.

Masters, J. C. (1984). Psychology, research, and
social policy. American Psychologist, 39, 851-
862.

McCall, R. B. (1985). Child development and so-

ciety: A primer on disseminating information to
the public through the mass media. In I. E. Sigel
(Ed.), Advances in applied developmental psy-
chology (pp. 1-23). Norwood, NJ: Ablex Pub-
lishing.

Morris, E. K. (1985). Public information, dissem-
ination, and behavior analysis. The Behavior An-
alyst, 8, 95-110.

Pallak, M. (1983). Psychology in the public for-
um. American Psychologist, 37, 475.

Palumbo, D. J., Fawcett, S. B., & Wright, P. (1981).
Introduction. In D. J. Palumbo, S. B. Fawcett, &
P. Wright (Eds.), Evaluating and optimizing pub-
lic policy (pp. ix—xv). Lexington, MA: D. C. Heath.

Parenti, M. (1970). Power and pluralism: A view
from the bottom. The Journal of Politics, 32, 501-
530.

Pierce, J. C., & Lovrich, N. P. (1982). Knowledge
and politics: The distribution and consequences
of policy-relevant information among citizens,
activists, legislators, and experts. Knowledge:
Creation, Diffusion, Utilization, 3, 521-554.

Quade, E. S. (1975). Analysis for public decisions.
New York: American Elsevier.

Rappaport, J. (1977). Community psychology:
Values, research, and action. New York: Holt,
Rinehart, & Winston.

Rein, M., & Schon, D. A. (1977). Problem setting
in policy research. In C. A. Weiss (Ed.), Using
social research in public policy making (pp. 235-
251). Lexington, MA: Lexington Books.

Rich, R. F. (1977). Use of social science infor-
mation by federal bureaucrats: Knowledge for ac-
tion versus knowledge for understanding. In C.
H. Weiss (Ed.), Using social research in public
policy making (pp. 199-211). Lexington, MA:
Lexington Books.

Robinson, D. N. (1984). Ethics and advocacy.
American Psychologist, 39, 787-793.

Schattschneider, E. E. (1960). The semi-sovereign
people: A realist’s view of democracy in America.
New York: Holt, Rinehart, & Winston.

Schlosberg, M. A., Czyzewski, M. J., Plante, T. G.,
& Otis, A. J. (1985). Behavior therapy and so-
cial policy: AABT’s national social policy net-
work revisited. The Behavior Therapist, 8, 207-
209.

Seekins, T., & Fawcett, S. B. (1983). Placingsocial
policy issues on the public agenda: A behavioral
analysis and case studies of the use of research
information. Paper presented at the annual meet-
ing of the Association for Advancement of Be-
havior Therapy, Washington, DC.

Skinner, B. F. (1953). Science and human behav-
ior. New York: Macmillan.

Skinner, B. F. (1969). Contingencies of reinforce-
ment: A theoretical analysis. Englewood Cliffs,
N1J: Prentice-Hall.

Skinner, B. F. (1981). Selection by consequences.
Science, 213, 501-504.

Stokey, E., & Zeckhauser, R. (1978). A primer for
policy analysis. New York: Norton.

Stolz, S. B. (1981). Adoption of innovations from
applied behavioral research: “Does anybody
care?” Journal of Applied Behavior Analysis, 14,
491-505.

Sulzer-Azaroff, B. (1985). A behaviorist’s re-



PUBLIC POLICYMAKING 45

sponse to the report of the national commission
on excellence in education. The Behavior Ana-
lyst, 8, 29-38.

Takanishi, R. (1981). Preparing a policy-relevant
report: Guidelines for authors. Los Alamitos, CA:
SWRL Educational Research and Development.

Waldman, S. R. (1972). Foundations of political
action: An exchange theory of politics. Boston:
Little, Brown and Company.

Walker, J. L. (1977). Setting the agenda in the
U.S. Senate: A theory of problem selection. Jour-
nal of Political Science, 7, 423-445.

Wallis, W. A, & Roberts, H. V. (1956). Statistics:
A new approach. Glencoe, IL: The Free Press.
Weiss, C. H. (1977). Introduction. In C. H. Weiss
(Ed.), Using social research in public policy mak-
ing (pp. 1-22). Lexington, MA: Lexington Books.

Weiss, C. H., & Bucuvalas, M. J. (1977). The
challenge of social research to decision making.
In C. H. Weiss (Ed.), Using social research in
public policy making (pp. 213-233). Lexington,
MA: Lexington Books.

Wolf, M. M. (1978). Social validity: The case for
subjective measurement or how applied behavior
analysis is finding its heart. Journal of Applied
Behavior Analysis, 11, 203-214.

Yokley, J. M., & Glenwick, D. S. (1984). Increas-
ing the immunization of preschool children: An
evaluation of applied community interventions.
Journal of Applied Behavior Analysis, 17, 313-
325.

Zigler, E., & Muenchow, S. (1984). How to influ-
ence social policy affecting children and families.
American Psychologist, 39, 415-420.



